Reply to Miller by Callicott, J. Baird
r
 
Harlan Miller has correctly identified the key 
concept of my proposed umbrella moral theory for 
animal liberation and environmental ethics - the 
"community concept," as Aldo Leopold called it in 
"The Land Ethic" of A Sand County Almanac. And 
Miller is right to point out that "community," as it 
appears in my argument, it not a univocal term. As I 
move from family and tribe and Midgley's mixed 
community to the global village and the biotic 
community, I shift from the conventional or lexical 
meaning of "community" to some other non­
standard sense. But the word "community," at least 
as it appears in the paper of mine here under 
discussion, is not, therefore, simply ambiguous - its 
various senses united only by etymology - nor may 
my argument be summarily dismissed as a case of the 
fallacy of amphiboly. As I have elsewhere pointed 
out, the ecological concept of a biotic community is 
analogical. In ecology, the organization of living 
nature has been fruitfully compared to paradigmatic 
communities - communities in the literal sense of 
the term. In Charles Elton's classical formulation, 
the analogical character of the concept of a "biotic 
community" is very evident. Elton sometimes spoke, 
for example, of plants and animals occupying 
"professions" in the "economy of nature." The 
critical question, then, is this: Are biotic 
communities similar to paradigmatic communities in 
moraUy relevant ways? I think that they are and, 
curiously, so does Miller - despite what he says 
toward the beginning of his commentary on my 
paper. 
J. Baird Callicott 
Miller begins by identifying "affectional 
communities," which are just those paradigmatic 
communities to which I referred, communities in the 
lexical sense, communities par excellence. Then he 
tells us that the biotic community is too large and 
varied to be an affectional community. Therefore, 
since, following Hume, I ground morality in feeling 
or affection, upon my preferred moral theory the 
biotic community is beyond the moral pale. 
Had Miller left it at that, I would have had to say 
here that human moral sentiments, though a legacy 
of our evolutionary heritage, are underdetermined. 
Although they evolved through "kin selection" and 
originally extended only to family and clan 
conspecifics, they are plastic and may be molded by 
cultural information. They may be, and in fact have 
been, stretched to encompass first the people over 
the hill and across the river, then those beyond the 
mountains and the seas, and, by now, among 
enlightened folk, they encompass all 5 billion Homo 
sapiens. We are all, as our most enlightened moralists 
tell us, "brothers and sisters under the skin." What 
counts as a small, cozy kinship group depends on 
your frame of reference. For cave-persons it was a 
band of 50 or so people and half as many dogs. Later 
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i t  w a s  t h e  c i t y - s t a t e ;  l a t e r  s t i l l ,  t h e  n a t i o n - s t a t e .  
S i n c e  t h e  C o p e r n i c a n  a n d  D a r w i n i a n  r e v o l u t i o n s  
o u r  s p a t i a l  a n d  t e m p o r a l  h o r i z o n s  h a v e  b e e n  
c o n s i d e r a b l y  e x p a n d e d  a n d  w i t h  t h e m  o u r  
p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  o u r  a f f e c t i o n a l  ( m o r a l )  
" c o m m u n i t y . "  T h e  E a r t h  i s  a  " s m a l l  p l a n e t "  i n  a  v a s t  
g a l a x y  i n  a  s t i l l  v a s t e r  u n i v e r s e .  A l l  i t s  c o n t e m p o r a r y  
d e n i z e n s  a r e  c o e v o l v e d  a n d  p o s s i b l y  d e s c e n d e d  f r o m  
a  s i n g l e  c e l l .  T h e  b i o t i c  c o m m u n i t y ,  f r o m  t h i s  p o i n t  
o f  v i e w ,  l o o k s  l i k e  a  c o n g e r i e s  o f  t r i b e s ,  d e s c e n d e d  
f r o m  a  c o m m o n  a n c e s t o r ,  l i v i n g  s y m b i o t i c a l l y  o n  a n  
i s l a n d  p a r a d i s e  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  a  h o s t i l e  a n d  d e s e r t  
o c e a n .  I n  a n  a s t r o n o m i c a l  a n d  g e o l o g i c a l  f r a m e  o f  
r e f e r e n c e  t h e  b i o t i c  c o m m u n i t y  s e e m s  f a m i l i a l  a n d  
i t s  m e m b e r s  o u r  s i s t e r s ,  b r o t h e r s ,  c o u s i n s ,  u n c l e s ,  
a u n t s ,  g r a n d f a t h e r s ,  a n d  g r a n d m o t h e r s  - a s  
A m e r i c a n  I n d i a n s  s o m e t i m e s ,  i n  f a c t ,  c h a r a c t e r i z e  
t h e m .  
B u t  M i l l e r ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  s a y s  a l l  o f  t h i s  f o r  m e .  H e  
w r i t e s :  " T h a t  a l t r u i s m  e m e r g e d  w i t h i n  l i m i t e d  g r o u p s  
[ a f f e c t i o n a l  c o m m u n i t i e s ]  i s  a l m o s t  c e r t a i n l y  t r u e .  
B u t  t h a t  i s  n o  r e a s o n  t o  a r g u e  t h a t  a l t r u i s m  s h o u l d  
r e m a i n  c o n f i n e d  t o  s u c h  g r o u p s . "  I  n e v e r  a r g u e d  i t ,  
a l t h o u g h  G a r r e t t  H a r d i n  h a s  i n  h i s  p a p e r ,  
" D i s c r i m i n a t i n g  A l t r u i s m . "  M i l l e r  g o e s  o n :  " T h u s  
u n i v e r s a l  p r i n c i p l e s  [ e t h i c s ,  a s  h e  e x p l a i n s ]  h a v e  
t h e i r  o r i g i n s  i n  s y m p a t h y  a n d  a f f e c t i o n a l  c o m m u n i t y ,  
b u t  f a r  o u t r u n  t h o s e  o r i g i n s  a s  w e  ( b o t h  i n d i v i d u a l  
a n d  s o c i e t i e s )  g r o w .  O u r  h e a r t s  c a n  n o t  e n c o m p a s s  
t h e  w o r l d ,  b u t  o u r  h e a d s  c a n  s e e  t h a t  w h a t  t h e  h e a r t  
c a r e s  f o r  e x t e n d s  b e y o n d  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e  h e a r t ' s  
v i s i o n . "  M y  p o i n t  e x a c d y !  I  j u s t  w i s h  t h a t  I  c o u l d  s o  
f a c i l e l y  t u r n  o u t  s u c h  p o e t i c  p h r a s e s .  H e n c e ,  s o  f a r  a s  
m y  c e n t r a l  a r g u m e n t  i s  c o n c e r n e d ,  I  f i n d  m y s e l f  n o t  
r e p l y i n g  t o  M i l l e r  b u t  q u o t i n g  h i m  t o  s u p p o r t  m y  
c o n t e n t i o n .  ( A s  t o  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  f o r e n s i c  
i r o n y  f o r  t h e  s e l f - c o n s i s t e n c y  o f  M i l l e r ' s  c o m m e n t a r y ,  
I  l e a v e  t h e  r e a d e r  t o  j u d g e  f o r  h i m - o r  h e r s e l f . )  
M i l l e r  a n d  I  d o  h a v e  o n e  c e n t r a l  p o i n t  o f  
d i s a g r e e m e n t .  I n  h i s  v i e w ,  t h e  e t h i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s  
g e n e r a t e d  b y  o u r  m o r a l  s e n t i m e n t s  s h o u l d  r e m a i n  
t h e  s a m e  i n  e a c h  s t r a t u m  o f  o u r  c o m m u n i t y  
i n v o l v e m e n t s .  I  t h i n k  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  
w i t h i n  o u r  v a r i o u s  c o m m u n i t i e s  g e n e r a t e  d i f f e r e n t  
p r o x i m a t e  m o r a l  p r i n c i p l e s  i n  e a c h  c a s e  - f a m i l y ,  
a n d  e x t e n d e d  f a m i l y ,  n a t i o n a l ,  m i x e d ,  i n t e r n a t i o n a l ,  
a n d  b i o t i c  c o m m u n i t i e s .  
F i n a l l y ,  I  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  d i s p u t e  a n  a l l e g a t i o n  
w h i c h  M i l l e r  d i r e c t s  t o  m e  p e r s o n a l l y .  H e  s a y s  t h a t  I  
" j u s t  a c c e p t  t h e  u n d e f e n d e d  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t h e  
b e a u t y ,  i n t e g r i t y ,  a n d  s t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  b i o t i c  
c o m m u n i t y  a r e  m o r a l l y  p r i o r  t o  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  t h e  
m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t y . "  I  d o n ' t  " j u s t "  a c c e p t  t h e  
a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  f o l l o w s  " t h a t "  i n  M i l l e r ' s  s e n t e n c e .  I n  
f a c t ,  w i t h o u t  f u r t h e r  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  I  d o n ' t  a c c . e p t  i t  a t  
a l l .  I  h a v e  b e e n  a t  p a i n s  t o  p o i n t  o u t  i n  a  v a r i e t y  o f  
v e n u e s  ( i n c l u d i n g  t h e  p a p e r  u n d e r  d i s c u s s i o n ) ,  t h a t  
t h e  l a n d  e t h i c  i s  o n l y  o n e  e t h i c a l  a c c r e t i o n  a m o n g  
m a n y ,  e a c h  c o r r e l a t i v e  t o  o u r  n e s t e d  c o m m u n i t y  
i n v o l v e m e n t s ,  a n d ,  f u r t h e r ,  t h a t  t h e  o b l i g a t i o n s  
c o r r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e  i n n e r ,  m o r e  i n t i m a t e  c o m m u n i t i e s  
p r e e m p t  t h o s e  c o r r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e  o u t e r ,  l e s s  i n t i m a t e  
o n e s .  O t h e r  t h i n g s  b e i n g  e q u a l ,  o b l i g a t i o n s  t o  f a m i l y  
m e m b e r s  c o m e  b e f o r e  o b l i g a t i o n s  t o  a n o n y m o u s  
h u m a n  b e i n g s ,  a n d  o b l i g a t i o n s  t o  h u m a n  b e i n g s ,  
i n d i v i d u a l l y ,  c o m e  b e f o r e  o u r  d u t i e s  t o  t h e  
e n v i r o n m e n t .  S o ,  w h e n  w e  a r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  
i n t e r e s t s  o f  t h e  h u m a n  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  b i o t i c  
c o m m u n i t y ,  I  c e r t a i n l y  d o  n o t  a c c e p t  t h e  a s s e r t i o n  
t h a t  t h e y  a r e  s u b o r d i n a t e  t o  i t s  i n t e g r i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y ,  
a n d  b e a u t y .  
L e t  m e  h a s t e n  t o  s a y ,  h a v i n g  e m p h a t i c a l l y  
r e g i s t e r e d  t h i s  q u a l i f i c a t i o n ,  t h a t  i n  p u r e l y  
e n v i r o n m e n t a l  c a s e s  o u r  o b l i g a t i o n s  a r e  p r i m a r i l y  t o  
t h e  c o m m u n i t y  a s  a  w h o l e ,  a n d  w h e r e  c o n f l i c t s  
a r i s e ,  t h e  i n t e g r i t y ,  s t a b i I i  t y ,  a n d  b e a u t y  o f  t h e  
b i o t i c  c o m m u n i t y  p r e e m p t  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  e t h i c a l  
d u t i e s  t h a t  w e  m a y  o w e  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  b i o t i c  
c o m m u n i t y  m e m b e r s  ( w h e n  t h o s e  m e m b e r s  a r e  n o t  
f a m i l y  m e m b e r s ,  f e l l o w  h u m a n  b e i n g s ,  o r  m e m b e r s  
o f  t h e  m i x e d  c o m m u n i t y ) .  T h e  l a n d  e t h i c ,  s u i  
g e n e r i s ,  i s ,  i n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  h o l i s t i c .  
I  a c c e p t  t h i s  a s s e r t i o n ,  b u t  I  d o n ' t  j u s t  a c c e p t  i t ,  
n o r  i s  i t  " u n d e f e n d e d . "  I  d e r i v e  i t  f r o m  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  
o f  t h e  b i o t i c  c o m m u n i t y .  I t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  d e f e n d e d .  
B u t  I  c a n n o t  f u l l y  d e f e n d  i t  h e r e  b e c a u s e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  
t h a t  w o u l d  i n v o l v e  o p e n i n g  a  w h o l e  ' n o t h e r  c a n  o f  
w o r m s .  ( A c t u a l l y  s e v e r a l  c a n s ,  b e g i n n i n g  w i t h  t h e  
i s / o u g h t  d i c h o t o m y  a n d  n a t u r a l i s t i c  f a l l a c y  a n d  
e n d i n g  w i t h  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  
e c o l o g y . )  " A n i m a l  L i b e r a t i o n  a n d  E n v i r o n m e n t a l  
E t h i c s :  B a c k  T o g e t h e r  A g a i n "  w i l l  a p p e a r  i n  a  b o o k  
o f  m y  c o l l e c t e d  e s s a y s  c a l l e d  I n  D e f e n s e  o f  t h e  L a n d  
E t h i c :  E s s a y s  i n  E n v i r o n m e n t a l  P h i l o s o p h y  w h i c h  w i l l  
b e  p u b l i s h e d  b y  t h e  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N e w  Y o r k  
P r e s s  i n  1 9 8 9 .  I  c a n n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  f a u l t  H a r l a n  
M i l l e r  f o r  t h i n k i n g  t h a t  t h e  m o r a l  p r i o r i t y  o f  t h e  
i n t e g r i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y ,  a n d  b e a u t y  o f  t h e  b i o t i c  
c o m m u n i t y  h a s  g o n e  u n d e f e n d e d ,  b e c a u s e  I  h a v e  s o  
f a r  o n l y  m a n a g e d  t o  d e f e n d  i t  i n  s c a t t e r e d  e s s a y s  
w h i c h  M i l l e r  m a y  n o t  h a v e  r u n  a c r o s s  i n  h i s  
r e a d i n g .  W h e n  t h e s e '  e s s a y s  a r e  p u b l i s h e d  a s  a  
c o l l e c t i o n  t h e n  M i l l e r  a n d  o t h e r  c r i t i c s  o f  t h e  l a n d  
e t h i c  w i l l  h a v e  l e s s  o f  a n  e x c u s e  f o r  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  
p e r m u t a t i o n  o f  t h e  a r g u m e n t u m  a d  i g n o r a n t u m .  0  
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